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Introduction

Ukraine, whose name translates as “borderland,” has always stood at the heart of
European history, yet often at its crossroads, both geographically and historically.
Bounded by the Carpathian Mountains, flowing into the Black Sea, draped by endless
steppe, and shaped by the mighty Dnipro River, Ukraine’s story is one of extraordinary
depth, diversity, and resilience. The narratives of this land stretch back over tens of
thousands of years, revealing a tapestry woven by ancient foragers, enigmatic
Trypillians, Scythian horsemen, and proud Slavic tribes who together laid the earliest
foundations of Ukrainian civilization.

The central lands of Ukraine—the crossroads of East and West, North and South—have
attracted wave after wave of settlers, invaders, and empires. Greeks established their
colonies along the Black Sea, bringing with them trade, learning, and culture. Later,
the rise of Kievan Rus’ would turn Kyiv into a glittering capital of medieval Europe,
anchoring the spiritual, cultural, and political destinies of the East Slavs, while forging
connections from Scandinavia and Byzantium to the borderlands of Asia. Yet as
empires rose, they also fell, and Ukraine witnessed the devastation of Mongol
invasions, centuries of foreign dominion, and the relentless push and pull of mighty
neighbors.

Despite the turbulence of its history—the partitions, famines, and wars; the long
shadow of imperial powers and the tragedy of the Holodomor—Ukraine endured. Its
people, speaking in many tongues and practicing many faiths, maintained and evolved
a distinct identity. The Cossacks, in particular, came to symbolize Ukrainian ideals of
liberty and self-governance, their Sich a fortress not just of military might but of
cultural memory and democratic tradition.

The modern era brought new challenges and transformations. From the cultural
revival of the nineteenth century to the upheavals of revolution, the struggle for
independence was marked by both triumph and heartbreak. Soviet rule brought
industrialization and modernization, but also systematic repression, famines, and
tragedies such as Chernobyl—a disaster whose impact would galvanize the final push
for sovereignty. Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Ukraine emerged once
more as an independent state, seeking new directions while wrestling with the legacy
of its past.

The latest chapters of Ukraine’s history underscore the enduring quest for freedom
and dignity. The Orange Revolution and later the Euromaidan mobilized millions in
pursuit of democratic self-determination—demonstrating to the world Ukraine’s

commitment to the values of liberty and justice. Russia’s annexation of Crimea and
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the subsequent full-scale invasion in 2022 have again thrust Ukraine into the global
spotlight, as its people mount a determined defense of their independence, identity,
and future.

To understand Ukraine is to engage with contradictions, complexities, and a unique
spirit forged in adversity. This book follows the journey of Ukraine from the mists of
prehistory through empire and revolution, calamity and renaissance, up to the battles
and hopes of today. In tracing this remarkable arc, we seek not only to chronicle
Ukraine’s past, but also to illuminate the deeper forces that continue to shape its
destiny in the twenty-first century.
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CHAPTER ONE: Prehistoric Beginnings: Early
Settlements and Cultures

The land that would one day be called Ukraine, with its rich black earth stretching
across the vast steppes and its rivers carving paths to the Black Sea, has been a
magnet for human activity since the dawn of time. Imagine a landscape untouched by
modern civilization, a wild expanse teeming with megafauna, where the echoes of
early hominids exploring new territories would have been the only sounds to break the
primeval silence. This deep past, long before written records, lays the essential
groundwork for understanding the later emergence of distinct cultures and,
eventually, a nation.

Archaeological digs across Ukraine have unearthed compelling evidence of human
presence dating back tens of thousands of years. During the Lower Paleolithic period,
early hominids, likely ancestors of modern humans, ventured into this bountiful region.
While their daily lives remain largely a mystery, we can infer a rudimentary existence
focused on survival, hunting, and gathering to sustain themselves in a challenging
environment. These early inhabitants were pathfinders, slowly spreading across
continents and adapting to diverse climates, with Ukraine offering fertile ground for
their nascent communities.

As the millennia progressed, the Upper Paleolithic period brought more sophisticated
human societies. Sites like Mezhyhirich and Kyrylivska, now crucial archaeological
treasures, offer fascinating glimpses into these hunter-gatherer communities. Picture
circular dwellings constructed from mammoth bones, suggesting an ingenuity born of
necessity and a deep understanding of their surroundings. These people were not just
surviving; they were beginning to thrive, developing tools, crafting ornaments, and
likely engaging in complex social rituals that bound their groups together. Their
nomadic or semi-nomadic lifestyle was dictated by the movement of herds and the
changing seasons, a constant dance with nature.

The retreat of the last ice age heralded a dramatic transformation of the landscape
and human lifestyles. The Neolithic Revolution, characterized by the development of
agriculture, swept across Europe, and Ukraine was no exception. This shift from
hunting and gathering to settled farming fundamentally altered human society,
leading to the creation of permanent settlements, increased population densities, and
a new relationship with the land. It was during this pivotal era that one of the most
remarkable prehistoric cultures of Europe flourished in what is now west-central
Ukraine: the Trypillian culture.
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Emerging around 5400 BCE and lasting until roughly 2700 BCE, the Trypillian culture
was a testament to early agricultural innovation and societal organization. Their
settlements were often remarkably large, some sprawling over hundreds of acres and
housing thousands of inhabitants. These were not mere hamlets but veritable proto-
cities, demonstrating a level of planning and communal effort that challenges our
assumptions about prehistoric capabilities. Their distinctive, often elaborate pottery,
adorned with intricate spiral and geometric patterns, speaks to a rich artistic tradition
and perhaps even symbolic language.

One of the most enigmatic practices of the Trypillians was their periodic ritual burning
of entire settlements every 60 to 80 years. Imagine the communal effort involved in
building such large villages, only to systematically set them ablaze and then rebuild
anew on or near the same spot. While the exact reasons for this practice remain a
subject of scholarly debate—perhaps related to agricultural cycles, spiritual beliefs, or
social renewal—it undoubtedly signifies a deeply ingrained cultural tradition and a
uniqgue understanding of their place in the world. This cyclical destruction and rebirth
profoundly shaped their connection to the land and their community.

The Bronze Age dawned, bringing with it new technologies, particularly metallurgy,
and a new wave of cultural developments. The vast steppes of Ukraine became a
migratory highway for various nomadic and semi-nomadic groups. Among the most
influential was the Yamnaya culture, whose distinctive burial mounds, known as
kurgans, dot the landscape. These kurgans, often containing richly furnished graves,
provide valuable insights into their social structures and beliefs. The Yamnaya are also
significant for their hypothesized connection to the spread of Indo-European languages
across vast swathes of Eurasia, a linguistic legacy that continues to resonate today.

Following the Yamnaya, the Iron Age ushered in an era dominated by formidable
equestrian nomads who mastered ironworking and developed sophisticated mounted
warfare. The most iconic of these groups were the Scythians, an Iranic people who
commanded the Ukrainian steppes from roughly the 7th to the 3rd century BCE. They
were legendary warriors, their prowess on horseback striking fear into the hearts of
their adversaries. The Scythians established a powerful confederation, controlling
lucrative trade routes that linked Europe with Asia, and engaging in frequent
interactions, both peaceful and hostile, with established empires.

The Scythians left behind a staggering material legacy, most notably their elaborate
burial mounds, or royal kurgans, which have yielded an astonishing array of gold
artifacts. These treasures, including intricate jewelry, weaponry, and ceremonial
objects, showcase their exquisite craftsmanship and their unique "animal style" art,
characterized by stylized depictions of stags, panthers, and other creatures. These
golden relics are not merely beautiful objects; they are windows into Scythian
cosmology, social hierarchy, and their deep connection to the animal world. Their
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interactions with Greek colonies along the Black Sea coast, such as Olbia and
Chersonesus, also introduced a fascinating blend of Hellenic and steppe cultures,
enriching the archaeological record with unique hybrid forms.

As the Scythian hegemony waned, another Iranic nomadic people, the Sarmatians,
rose to prominence, controlling the steppes from approximately the 3rd century BCE
to the 4th century CE. Like their predecessors, the Sarmatians were skilled horsemen
and warriors, renowned for their heavy cavalry and female warriors, inspiring tales
that may have contributed to the Amazonian legends. Their material culture, while
sharing similarities with the Scythians, also developed its own distinct characteristics,
reflecting a continuous evolution of steppe traditions and influences.

The Sarmatian era eventually gave way to a period of immense upheaval known as
the Great Migration of Peoples. Gothic incursions from the north were followed by the
devastating arrival of the Huns from the east in the late 4th century CE. These
migrations, triggered by various factors including climate change and population
pressures, sent shockwaves across Europe, reshaping its ethnic and political
landscape. For the territory of Ukraine, this meant a period of intense instability,
displacement, and the mixing of various ethnic groups as new migrations swept
through the region.

Amidst this maelstrom, a crucial development was quietly taking root: the gradual
settlement and consolidation of early Slavic tribes. These groups, often overshadowed
by the more dominant nomadic empires, were slowly but surely establishing their
presence in the forest and forest-steppe zones of what would become Ukraine. Their
emergence from the shadows of the Great Migration would lay the demographic and
cultural groundwork for the next major chapter in the region’s history, setting the
stage for the eventual formation of powerful Slavic polities and the forging of a distinct
identity that would, millennia later, blossom into the nation of Ukraine.
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